This research examined interpersonal comfort as a potential mediating mechanism in mentoring relationships. Results indicated that interpersonal comfort mediated the relationship between gender similarity and protégé reports of career and psychosocial mentoring. Contrary to prediction, interpersonal comfort did not mediate relationships involving mentorship type (i.e., formal versus informal). However, we did find that informal mentoring and interpersonal comfort were positively associated with career mentoring. The research helps illustrate the important role that interpersonal comfort plays in the mentoring process.
Interest in mentoring relationships as a vehicle for career advancement has grown considerably in recent years as evidence continues to accumulate indicating that those who are mentored accrue substantial benefits such as higher promotion rates, greater career satisfaction, and higher overall compensation than those who have not been mentored (e.g., Dreher & Ash, 1990; Fagenson, 1989; Scandura, 1992; Turban & Dougherty, 1994; Whitely, Dougherty, & Dreher, 1991) . Given the benefits associated with mentoring relationships, researchers have been interested in delineating factors that contribute to more effective mentorships. Two factors that have received considerable research attention in that regard include the gender composition of the relationship and the type of mentorship (i.e., formal versus informal). Although the results of individual studies have been somewhat inconsistent, research generally indicates that gender composition and type of mentorship do make a difference in mentoring provided and in relationship quality (Chao, Walz, & Gardner, 1992; Fagenson-Eland, Marks, & Amendola, 1997; Ragins & Cotton, 1993) .
Despite interest in understanding the relationships between gender composition and mentorship type on mentoring outcomes, little research has gone beyond demonstrating that effects occur. Research is needed to reveal what psychological processes underlie the role that gender composition and mentorship type play in mentorships. The purpose of the present study is to begin to address this gap in the literature. Specifically, we examined interpersonal comfort as a potential mediating mechanism. A brief review of the literature concerning gender composition and mentorship type, as well as theoretical rationale concerning the role of interpersonal comfort follows.
Gender Composition
A considerable amount of research has focused on the role that gender composition plays in mentoring relationships (Ragins, 1997 (Ragins, , 1999 Ragins & Cotton, 1993) . Studies have examined how protégé gender, mentor gender, and the dyadic gender composition of the mentorship influence mentoring. Although not conclusive, there is some evidence that more career and psychosocial mentoring, and stronger relationship quality may be more characteristic of same-gender mentorships than of cross-gender mentorships. Specifically, Thomas (1990) found that protégés in same-gender relationships reported receiving more psychosocial and career-development mentoring than did protégés in cross-gender mentoring relationships. Ragins and McFarlin (1990) found that female protégés with female mentors were more likely to report that their mentors provided role modeling than were protégés in other gender combinations. Koberg, Boss, and Goodman (1998) also found that protégés involved in same-gender relationships reported greater psychosocial mentoring received than did protégés in cross-sex relationships. Most recently, Scandura and Williams (2001) found that protégés reported greater role modeling behaviors in same-gender mentorships than in cross-gender mentorships.
Despite research finding variation along gender lines in mentorships, little empirical work has examined why these differences occur. Mentoring theory offers several possibilities. The mechanism typically invoked for explaining why same-gender mentorships differ from cross-gender mentorships is interpersonal comfort. Building on concepts from social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1985) , Ragins (1997) suggested that diversified (cross-gender) relationships are less likely to be marked by interpersonal comfort than are homogeneous relationships (same-gender) because of restricted shared social identities. Indeed, studies have shown that less social interaction occurs for women involved in cross-gender than in same-gender mentorships as female protégés with female mentors are more likely to engage in after-work social activities with their mentors than are female protégés with male mentors (Ragins & Cotton, 1993; Ragins & McFarlin, 1990) . Additionally, because children tend to segregate themselves early in childhood into same-sex groups, individuals tend to feel more comfortable with others of the same sex in adulthood (Maccoby, 1990) . That is, same gender mentorships are likely to be marked by a greater degree of interpersonal comfort due to shared experiences. Moreover, the sexual innuendo and rumors that often accompany cross-gender mentorships can constrain the level of comfort between cross-gender mentoring pairs (Bowen, 1986; Fitt & Newton, 1981; Hurley & Fagenson-Eland, 1996) .
Interpersonal comfort has also been cited as an important component to the bonding process in business relationships (Witkowski & Thibodeau, 1999) . In fact, Sosik and Godshalk recently stated, ''(These) theoretical perspectives and empirical findings suggest that identification and interpersonal comfort should be lower in diversified (e.g., cross-gender) dyads and therefore the degree of psychosocial and role modeling mentoring functions provided in such dyads should be less than that in homogeneous (e.g., same-gender) dyads'' (p. 105). In sum, individuals in cross-gender mentorships face a number of unique challenges that may impede the degree of mentoring provided. Accordingly, we proposed the following:
Hypothesis 1: Protégés will report greater interpersonal comfort in same-gender mentorships than in cross-gender mentorships. Hypothesis 2: Interpersonal comfort will mediate the relationship between gender similarity and mentoring.
Mentorship Type
In addition to research examining gender composition and mentoring, researchers have become interested in examining differences between formal and informal mentorships. Formal and informal mentoring relationships differ from each other in two primary ways (Ragins & Cotton, 1993) . One is the way that the relationship is initiated. Informal mentorships develop spontaneously through the process of mutual attraction. On the other hand, formal mentoring relationships commonly begin based on an assignment or matching process initiated by a third party. Another way that formal and informal mentoring relationships differ is length. Specifically, informal mentorships often last 3-6 years, whereas formal relationship generally last 6-12 months (Kram, 1985; Murrray, 1991) .
Research that has compared formal versus informal mentoring suggests that the degree of mentoring provided is not the same across the two mentorships types. Chao, Walz, and Gardner (1992) found that protégés from various organizations in formal mentoring relationships reported receiving less career support from their mentors than did protégés in informal mentoring relationships. Ragins and Cotton (1993) found that protégés with informal mentors reported more career development mentoring and more psychosocial roles involving friendship, social support, role modeling, and acceptance than did protégés with formal mentors. Fagenson-Eland et al. (1997) reported that protégés received greater psychosocial mentoring in informal mentorships than did protégés in formal mentorships, but no difference in career-related mentoring was observed. Scandura and Williams (2001) found that informal protégés reported receiving more career and role modeling mentoring behavior from their mentors than did formal protégés.
Differences in interpersonal comfort and identification between the two mentoring partners is again cited by authors as a theoretical explanation for the variation associated with formal versus informal mentorships (Ragins & Cotton, 1993) . Although the design of formal mentoring programs can vary greatly from organization to organization (Douglas & McCauley, 1999; Ragins, Cotton, & Miller, 2000) , certain aspects of formal programs may lesson the interpersonal comfort experienced between mentoring partners. Specifically, formal mentorships typically begin through an assignment or matching process initiated by a third party (Ragins & Cotton, 1993) . In many formal programs, protégés and mentors have minimal input into the matching process (Allen, Day, & Lentz, 2001 ). In contrast, informal mentorships evolve spontaneously through a process of mutual attraction. Additionally, mentors may be reluctant participants of formal mentoring programs (Kizilos, 1990) or may be suspicious of the competency of their protégés (Ragins, 1997) . In sum, formal mentorships are less likely to be based on the factors that enhance interpersonal comfort such as mutual attraction, identification, and common non-work interests that characterize informal pairings (Kram, 1985; Ragins & Cotton, 1993) . The following hypotheses are posed:
Hypothesis 3: Protégés in informal mentoring relationships will report greater interpersonal comfort than will protégés in formal mentoring relationships. Hypothesis 4: Interpersonal comfort will mediate the relationship between mentorship type and mentoring.
Method

Participants and Procedure
Participants came from two organizations. The majority were randomly selected employees of a southeastern healthcare organization. A company representative distributed surveys and cover letters to 560 employees. Completed surveys were mailed directly to the researchers in business reply envelopes. A total of 189 employees responded for a response rate of 33.6%. Participants held a variety of job titles across the organization such as RN, Facilities Manager, Unit Manager, Human Resources Analyst, etc. The second organization was a technology firm. A company representative distributed surveys to a randomly selected group of 60 professional employees and a total of 22 were completed and returned for a response rate of 36.7%. Participants held job titles such as Senior Marketing Analyst, Production Engineer, and Operations Coordinator.
The overall demographics were as follows. Of the 211 participants, 127 reported experience as a protégé (60.2%). Of the mentored group, 107 came from the healthcare organization and 20 came from the technology firm. Of those responding to the demographic questions, the protégés consisted of 95 females (74.8%) with an average age of 41.80 (SD ¼ 9.30). The majority of the participants were Caucasian/white (89.7%; N ¼ 113) and the median level of education obtained was a four-year college degree. The average organizational tenure of the participants was 9.02 years (SD ¼ 7.48). Our company representatives indicated that these demographic characteristics were representative of groups sampled from their respective organizations.
Measures Prote´ge´experience
Participants responded yes or no to the following question: ''A mentor is generally defined as a higher ranking, influential individual in your work environment who has advanced knowledge and experience and is committed to providing upward mobility and support to your career. Since employed in your current organization, has anyone there served as a mentor to you?'' The definition of mentoring was similar to that used in previous research (Ragins & Cotton, 1993) . Individuals who reported having had more than one mentor were instructed to think about the one relationship that had the biggest impact on their career and to answer subsequent questions with that particular relationship in mind.
Gender similarity
Same sex dyads were coded as 0 (N ¼ 104; 81.9%) and cross-sex dyads were coded as 1 (N ¼ 23; 18.0%). Of the same sex dyads, 79 were female mentor-female protégé. Of the cross-sex dyads, 16 were male mentor-female protégé.
Mentorship type
Formal mentorships were coded 0 (N ¼ 53; 44.9%) and informal mentorships coded were coded 1 (N ¼ 65; 55.1%). Nine individuals did not provide this information.
Interpersonal comfort
Three items were developed to assess the extent the protégé was interpersonally comfortable with his or her mentor (''I felt like I could freely talk to my mentor about anything''; ''I completely trusted my mentor.''; ''There was a great deal of open communication between my mentor and I.''). Responses were made on a five-point scale that ranged from (1 ¼ strongly disagree) to (5 ¼ strongly agree). Higher scores indicated greater interpersonal comfort. Internal consistency was .90.
Mentoring provided
Scandura's 15-item measure of mentoring functions was used to indicate the extent mentoring was provided (Scandura, 1992) . Psychometric support for the measure has been demonstrated in previous research (Scandura & Ragins, 1993; Scandura & Schriesheim, 1991) . Six items measure career-related mentoring (e.g., ''My mentor placed me in important assignments.'') (coefficient alpha ¼ .87). Five items assess psychosocial mentoring (e.g., ''I have socialized with my mentor after work.'') (coefficient alpha ¼ .82) and four items reflect role modeling (e.g., ''I try to model my behavior after my mentor.'') (coefficient alpha ¼ .88). Responses were made on a five-point scale that ranged from (1 ¼ strongly disagree) to (5 ¼ strongly agree). Higher scores indicated more mentoring.
Control variables
Similar to previous mentoring research (e.g., Ragins & Cotton, 1993) , variables that could potentially relate to mentoring provided were included as covariates. The controls were protégé race (nonminority ¼ 0, minority ¼ 1), age, education (operationalized on an ordinal 6-point scale that ranged from high school degree or less to graduate degree), organizational tenure, and sample source. We also controlled several mentorship characteristic variables. Specifically, whether the mentor was the protégé's supervisor (0 ¼ no, 1 ¼ yes) and the current status of the mentorship (0 ¼ not current, 1 ¼ current) were controlled.
Results
The means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations of the study variables are presented in Table 1 . As Hypothesis 1 predicted, protégés in cross-gender mentorships reported less interpersonal comfort than did protégés in same-sex mentorships (r ¼ ).31, p < .01).
Hypothesis 2 proposed that the relationship between gender similarity and mentoring would be mediated by interpersonal comfort. The procedures described by James and Brett (1984) were used to test the mediation hypotheses. In order for a variable to be considered as a mediator, James and Brett asserted that three conditions should be met: (1) the independent variable must be significantly related to the mediator variable, (2) the mediator variable must be significantly related to the dependent variable, and (3) when the influence of the mediator variable is held constant, the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable should be nonsignificant. Examination of the correlation matrix indicated that conditions 1 and 2 were met for each of the three dependent variables. Condition 3 was tested through the use of hierarchical multiple regression analyses. The control variables were entered at Step 1 of the equation, gender similarity was added at Step 2, and interpersonal comfort was added at Step 3. The significance of the beta weight associated with interpersonal comfort at Step 2 and Step 3 was used to determine support for mediation. This procedure was repeated for each of the dependent variables. The results appear in Table 2 .
The results indicated that after interpersonal comfort was entered into the regression equations, the beta weights associated with gender similarity became nonsignificant. This result was consistent for each of the three dependent variables studied. Thus, in support of Hypothesis 2, the results indicated that interpersonal comfort fully mediated the relationship between gender similarity and mentoring provided.
Hypothesis 3 stated protégés in informal mentoring relationships would report greater interpersonal comfort than would protégés in formal mentoring relationships. Contrary to prediction, there was no relationship between mentorship type and interpersonal comfort (r ¼ .07, n.s.). Since there was no relationship between mentorship type and interpersonal comfort, condition 1 required for testing mediation was not met. However, as shown in Table 1 , it should be noted that mentorship type significantly related to career mentoring (r ¼ .31, p < .01) such that those in informal mentorships reported receiving more career mentoring than did those in formal mentorships. Mentorship type was not related to psychosocial mentoring (r ¼ .06, n.s.) or to role modeling (r ¼ .13, n.s.). Interpersonal comfort was significantly related to each of the three dependent variables. To better understand the relative influence of mentorship type and interpersonal comfort on career mentoring, a regression analysis was conducted. The results are shown in Table 3 . Since we were not testing for mediation, all variables were entered in the equation in a single step. The results show that both mentorship type and interpersonal comfort significantly related to career mentoring after controlling for shared variance.
Discussion
The importance of interpersonal comfort has been frequently alluded to in the mentoring literature (Ragins & Cotton, 1993; Sosik & Godshalk, 2000), but never directly investigated. The present study is the first to empirically examine assertions concerning the role of interpersonal comfort in the mentoring process. The results suggest that interpersonal comfort is an influential factor related to gender similarity and to mentoring provided. As expected, interpersonal comfort relates to gender similarity such that protégés in same-gender mentorships report greater interpersonal comfort than do protégés in cross-gender mentorships. These findings are consistent with theory concerning diversified mentoring relationships (Ragins, 1997) and social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1985) , which suggest that the overlapping identities and shared experiences of same-sex mentorships facilitate greater interpersonal comfort. Our mediation results suggest that the positive relationship between gender similarity and mentoring appears to be attributable to an enhanced sense of interpersonal comfort that in turn facilitates mentoring received. Thus, gender similarity influences mentoring behaviors indirectly through the ease with which protégés are able to relate to their mentors.
Contrary to prediction, mentorship type does not relate to interpersonal comfort. That is, protégés involved in formal mentorships report a similar degree of interpersonal comfort with their mentors as do protégés involved in informal mentorships. Perhaps no differences are found because many formal programs put mechanisms in place such as training that help establish comfort between the mentorship partners (Allen et al., 2001) . Additional research examining the impact of training on formal mentoring processes is a worthy topic for future research.
Despite no differences in interpersonal comfort, the results provide additional evidence of other differences between formal and informal mentored protégés. We find mentorship type exerts an effect on career mentoring after controlling for the influence of interpersonal comfort and a number of control variables. Future studies examining formal and informal mentoring may include other variables that could explain why different outcomes result from formal versus informal mentorships. For example, future studies may examine the commitment of the mentor and protégé to the relationship. Scandura and Williams (2001) recently suggested that the nature by which the mentorship is initiated influences the level of commitment of the parties. The interpersonal relationships literature has also found that level of commitment is associated with couple well-being and adjustment (Drigotas, Rusbult, & Verette, 1999; Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1999) .
Our findings underscore the importance of increasing interpersonal comfort among diverse groups as part of the mentoring process. It is not gender per se, but the discomfort associated with interacting with members of the opposite sex that explains differences in mentoring effectiveness. In some sense this is good news. If we can find ways to increase interpersonal comfort, we can increase the likelihood that cross-gender pairs will realize similar mentoring outcomes as do same-gender pairs. Offering opportunities for individuals to relate to each other and discover shared experiences in a relaxed atmosphere may help bridge difficulties encountered initially. Qualitative research, such as interviews with mentors and protégés, may help us understand why it is that less comfort is experienced in cross-gender mentorships than in same-gender mentorships. For example, peer perceptions may play a role, in that protégés in cross-gender mentorships may be concerned that others perceive the relationship as sexually intimate (Lobel, Quinn, St. Clair, & Warfield, 1994) . A better understanding of the factors that lead to interpersonal discomfort is needed to identify ways to decrease the likelihood discomfort will occur.
Several limitations to the present study should be acknowledged. First, the data were based on self-report measures collected at a single-point in time. Accordingly, spurious results due to common method bias should be recognized as a concern (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986) . As recommended by Podsakoff and Organ, to examine this issue we conducted a Harmon one-factor test. The results of the analysis indicated the presence of four factors. This suggests that common method effects are not a likely undue contaminant of the observed results. Additionally, the extent the results generalize across different organizations remains to be tested. Given the small number of cross-gender mentorships, we were unable to examine more specific gender combinations. For example, there may be differences between male mentor/female protégé mentorships and female mentor/male protégé mentorships. More specifically, there may be a greater degree of comfort in male mentor/female protégé relationships than in female mentor/male protégé mentorships since that particular type of cross-gender pairing is more common than the other. The relative uniqueness of female mentor/male protégé dyads may increase scrutiny (Kanter, 1977) . Future research is needed to test this speculation. It should also be noted that the majority of our same-gender mentorships were female/female pairs. Replication of these results with a larger number of various gender combinations is needed to help determine generalizability.
The results of the present study suggest several avenues for additional research. For example, it would be interesting to see if the pattern of results observed in the present study generalizes to same-race versus cross-race mentoring dyads. According to diversified mentoring theory (Ragins, 1997) , similar to the results found in the present study regarding gender similarity, cross-race mentoring dyads may experience less interpersonal comfort than same-race dyads. Additional research is needed to further measure and empirically investigate other psychological processes to help extend our understanding of mentoring relationships. For example, the literature alludes to a number of other variables such as communication and mutual respect that help explain the mentoring process (e.g., Ragins, 1997) . However, research on the role these variables play in mentorships is lacking. It would also be interesting to examine the role interpersonal comfort plays in alternative forms of mentoring relationships such as that between peers. It seems likely that the shared experiences of peers may enhance feelings of comfort and ease. The extent that other factors contribute to perceptions of interpersonal comfort such as similarity in values and personality also seems worthy of future research attention.
Very little mentoring research has focused on identifying the psychological processes that explain why variables such as gender composition and mentorship type relate to mentoring effectiveness. The present study contributes to the mentoring literature by highlighting the important role of interpersonal comfort in the mentoring process.
